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Domestic Intelligence in the United Kingdom: 
Applicability of the MI-5 Model to the United States 

Summary 

Intelligence failures frequently lead to calls for reforms in the United States 
Intelligence Community to remedy what are real or perceived functional, procedural, 
regulatory, systemic, and/or structural problems. While it can be debated whether the 
events of September 11, 2001 represent a tactical or strategic failure, it has been 
widely cited as a prima facie intelligence failure. One potential remedy that has been 
suggested in response to the events of September 11, 2001 is the establishment of a 
domestic intelligence agency akin to the British Security Service, also known as MI5 . 
Some analysts maintain that because the British have had more experience with 
terrorism on their own soil and have a democratic form of government, there may be 
value in emulating the MI-5 organization and jurisdiction in the United States. 
During a recent visit to the United States, the British Home Secretary David Blunkett 
met with U.S. Homeland Security Secretary Tom Ridge and agreed to establish a 
Joint Anti-Terrorism Working Group, in part, to leverage the United Kingdom’s anti- 
terrorism experience. 

While there may be lessons to be learned from the British experience with 
domestic intelligence, there are also important differences between U.S. and British 
governmental, legal, cultural and political norms. At the political level, one 
fundamental difference between the British and United States’ system of democratic 
governance is that while Britain does not have a written constitution which specifies 
the rights of individuals, the United States does. Moreover, the British system 
focuses national political power in a unitary Parliament, while in the United States 
power is shared through federalism. Such differences may have important 
consequences for how individual rights and freedom are weighed against a nation 
states’ obligation to provide security for its population. 

At the organizational level, the United Kingdom (U.K.) has chosen to separate 
its domestic intelligence entity (MI-5) from its various law enforcement agencies. 
The United States, however, has chosen to combine both federal law enforcement 
and domestic intelligence within the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) - an 
agency of the Department of Justice. Each organizational approach is the result of 
a complex interaction among societal cultures, unique experiences with terrorism, 
law enforcement and intelligence organizational cultures, legal precedents, and other 
factors. A core question involves the possible integration of domestic intelligence 
and law enforcement functions. Integration may improve coordination of these two 
functions, but may also undermine the focus and development of skill specialization 
necessary to succeed in each area. 

This paper summarizes pending legislation relating to domestic intelligence, 
briefly explains the jurisdiction and functions of MI-5, and describes some of the 
factors that may be relevant to a discussion regarding the applicability of the MI-5 
domestic intelligence model to the United States. 
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Background 

The events of September 11, 2001 have led to calls for U.S. Intelligence 
Community (USIC) Reform. A Joint Inquiry of the Senate Select Committee on 
Intelligence (SSCI) and the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence 
(HPSCI) closely examined the intelligence issues associated with the devastating 
attacks of September 1 1. 2 The Joint Inquiry Committee held 13 closed hearings and 
nine public hearings and reviewed thousands of highly classified documents relating 
to the incidents. 3 In December 2002, the Joint Inquiry issued a 900 page classified 
report to the SSCI and HPSCI that is currently being reviewed and redacted to 
determine which portions are appropriate for public release. 4 On December 1 1 , 2002, 
the Joint Inquiry publicly released an interim unclassified report which included 
numerous findings covering factual, systemic and related matters, as well as 
recommendations to remedy some of the issues uncovered as a result of the Inquiry’s 
activities. 

One of the Joint Inquiry’s recommendations concerns the extent to which the 
United States may have lessons to learn from how other democracies organize the 
conduct of domestic intelligence. 5 The Joint Inquiry recommended: 



1 One element of whether there are lessons to be learned from how other democracies 
organize for domestic intelligence involves the extent to which these organizations have 
been effective and efficient in implementing their national security missions. While this 
element may be important in determining if a foreign model is worth of emulation, it is not 
addressed in this report as success or failure overseas does not necessarily mean that a 
similar organizational construct and mission would be acceptable to the United States or 
have similar performance results. 

2 See CRS Report RL31650, The Intelligence Community and 9/11: Congressional 
Hearings and the Status of the Investigation , by Richard Best. 

3 See [http://www.fas.org] for a compendium of the Joint Inquiry hearings. 

4 It is anticipated that this product (H.Rept. 107-792) may be released in the late summer 
of 2003. Furthermore, the Intelligence Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2003 (P.L. 107- 
306) established a National Commission on the Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, 
which will build upon the investigation of the Joint Inquiry and report its findings and 
remedial recommendations to the Congress and the president in 2004. For information on 
the new Commission, headed by Thomas H. Kean, see [http://www.9-l 1. commission.gov], 

5 While the term domestic intelligence is used extensively in public policy discussions, it 
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